Optimizing quality of life through sex steroids by their effects on neurotransmitters.
Menopause-related symptoms such as hot flushes, night sweats, weight gain, and decreased sexual functioning all have negative impacts on quality of life and affect daily activities such as sleep, work, and leisure activities. During the menopause transition, neurotransmitters, neuropeptides, and neurosteroids undergo important changes as a consequence of the failure of gonadal hormone production, at a time when many central nervous system activities deteriorate. Sex hormones have been implicated in neurite outgrowth, synaptogenesis, dendritic branching, myelination, and other important mechanisms of neural plasticity. Knowledge of interactions between sex steroid hormones and the dominant neurotransmitters, such as serotonin, dopamine, GABA, and glutamate, will give women and health providers an important tool for improving their health and well-being. From the concept of neurosteroids derives another treatment strategy: the use of pharmaceutical agents that increase the synthesis of endogenous neurosteroids within the nervous system. This approach has so far been hampered by lack of knowledge concerning the regulation of the biosynthetic pathways of neurosteroids and their relationship with sex steroids produced by the peripheral gland or with exogenous steroids. The present review summarizes some of the available clinical and experimental findings supporting the critical role of neurosteroids in postmenopausal women and their impact on quality of life.